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UM PROFESSORS DEVELOP NEW TECHNOLOGY 
FOR WRITING NATIVE AMERICAN LANGUAGES
By Virginia Vickers Braun 
Office of University Relations 
University of Montana
MISSOULA--
A major breakthrough in technology developed by two members of the 
University of Montana anthropology faculty may revolutionize the way Native 
Americans read and write.
Associate professor Anthony Mattina and instructor Timothy Montler have 
developed a computerized writing system that will enable Native Americans to 
read and write their languages and hence to preserve much of their oral traditions. 
The new writing system also will be invaluable to scholars who now will be able 
to reconstruct and re-interpret a wealth of information contained in 19th cen­
tury Jesuit documents previously considered too unscientific and unwieldy to be 
useful.
Historically, Native American languages have been spoken, but not written. 
Attempts have been made to write the languages using the English alphabet, but 
many of the sounds cannot be accurately represented by existing English letters 
or combinations of letters. As a result, previous attempts at writing the lan­
guages, including attempts by the Jesuits, have been inexact and unsystematic.
Mattina and Montler have developed, through grants obtained in 1979 and 
1980 from the National Science Foundation and the National Endowment for the 
Humanities, a font that can be used to type Salish. Salish is the language 
spoken by the Flathead Indians but also is the term used to refer to several 
related languages spoken by various tribes located in the Northwest and British
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Columbia.
The font, which was modeled after IBM typing elements, consists of 
about 60 characters patterned after the International Phonetic Alphabet. The 
characters represent the sounds spoken in all 23 Salish languages. The English 
alphabet, by comparison, has 26 letters. The new font cost $4,000 to develop and 
is now commercially available for $175.
Mattina said there has been a renewed interest in speaking and preserving 
Native .American languages. "About 20 years ago parents didn't want their kids 
to speak their native language," he said. "They wanted them to compete in the 
white man's world and speak the white man's language. Indian children also were 
forbidden to speak their language in Indian schools."
As a result, few Native Americans, especially those near urban areas, know 
how to speak their own languages. When he first went to the Colville Reservation in 
northern Washington 13 years ago, Mattina said there were no Indians on the tribal 
council who could speak their native Colville language.
However, in the last 10 years things have changed. Native .Americans are proud 
of their heritage, Mattina said. But, since many of the elders who still speak the 
language are dying out, the task of recording the oral traditions is of critical 
importance.
With the help of the new font, an $8,000 computer and a $4,000 printer,
Mattina and Montler are able to print a standardized form of Salish. With the 
help of Montler, a computer specialist who also studies Salish, Mattina is compiling 
a Colville dictionary that will be completed in about two years.
Mattina also is using the equipment to transcribe several volumes of Colville 
stories that were told by Peter J. Seymour, a Colville Indian who died three years 
ago at the age of 83. The first of the texts will be out in two months and con­
sists of only one story that took six hours to relate. It is the longest Salish 
story known to exist, Mattina said, and is of exceptional literary quality.
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Mattina, who is on sabbatical leave from UM this year, plans to take the 
equipment to the Okanagan reserve in British Columbia in December for a six-month 
stay. The Okanagan Indians speak the same language as the Colvilles. While there, he 
plans to co-author a book of Okanagan stories with Clara Jack, a native speaker 
who can read and write Okanagan. In addition, he has been commissioned to write 
an Okanagan grammar by the British Columbia Provincial Museum in Victoria.
Montler is replacing Mattina while he is on sabbatical. He is the son of 
Walter and Ursula Montler of Mentor, Ohio.
